Cameron James

Once upon a time in the north of Scotland there lived a man named Cameron James. He owned a fine property in the highlands, with a good, large house and well kept gardens. The beautiful condition of the grounds was largely due to an old and faithful gardener by the name of Andrew, who had also worked for Cameron’s father. The upkeep of the house was in the capable hands of a young man named William. The three men were kept well-fed by the cook and housekeeper, a young woman Cameron had hired named Flora.
One bright day after Flora had served breakfast to the young master (as they always called him) he took a walk in the garden. As he walked, he came to a decision. Having done so, he determined to tell his staff. Old Andrew was in the garden on his knees, digging up some “‘taters,” as he called them. “Good morning, Andrew,” Cameron said. 

Andrew didn’t respond, but kept digging his ‘taters. He was quite deaf, and so Cameron tapped him gently on the shoulder. “Good morning, Andrew,” he repeated.

“Aye, a good morning it is,” said, Andrew, “and why shouldn’t it be.” Andrew had enjoyed many years with the James family, long years in which little had changed but the turning seasons. 

“I have some news for you, Andrew,” Cameron shouted. Andrew looked hard at his master’s mouth. “I have to go to Inverness, and I’ll be gone a month. I need you to look after things while I’m gone. Do you understand?”

“Aye, young master. I’ll see to it,” Andrew replied. 

Cameron left the gardener to his digging and went back to the house to break the news to Flora. William was coming down from the roof, where he’d been making repairs. He went to Andrew and asked, “What was that the young master was tellin’ you? I couldna’ hear from the roof.” William gestured as he spoke, using a sort of sign language the two of them had developed over years of working together.

“You heard more than I did, if you heard anything at all,” Andrew said, grinning, “y’know I don’t hear a blessed word without my ear trumpet.”

William shook his head and went into the house. By this time Cameron had told the news to Flora, and gone up to pack his things. William went to the kitchen and asked her, “What’s the young master on about?”

“He’s off to Inverness for a whole month,” said Flora, looking a bit sad. “It’ll be dreadful quiet without the wee man about.”

“He’s joking,” said William, “he’s never been gone so much as a fortnight. If he goes at all, he’ll be back by the end of the week, you mark my word.”

“No, really, it’s true, William. He can’t settle his business there and get back in less than a month. He said so.”

“I’ll not believe it till I see it,” William said, and went back to his work.
Cameron did go to Inverness, and he was not back by the end of the week. Flora had a difficult time making old Andrew understand. William was no help. The young master had never been away this long, and William couldn’t accept what Flora had told him. Instead, he hit upon another explanation. He began to gradually suspect that the young master had not merely gone for a month, but had simply moved away, and had no intention of coming back at all. He had given up on the old property and moved to the city to make a new life there, and just hadn’t had the heart to tell them. William’s suspicions had a terrible effect on Andrew, and the poor old fellow grew sadder every day. When two weeks had passed with no sign of the young master’s return, Andrew began to neglect his work in the garden. As the end of the month approached, he grew so despondent he hardly ate at all, and took to his bed. Flora cared for him as though she were his own daughter, and it broke her heart to see him languish so. If only she could make him understand that the young master would return!
One month after Cameron left, to the very day, a messenger came to the door. He handed Flora an envelope. She read the letter within, and promptly threw it in the fire. The young master’s business was taking longer than expected; he would be another two weeks. Flora missed him terribly, but determined to set about her work with renewed enthusiasm. She would make sure that whenever he did return, he would find his home welcoming, warm, and spotless.  

When she broke the news to William, he demanded to see the letter. When she could not produce it, he considered his suspicions confirmed. The next day Flora watched in dismay as William moved his own belongings from the servants’ quarters into the master’s bedroom! No amount of arguing could dissuade him. “I’ll not waste my life waitin’ for someone who’s not coming back. If the house needs a master, then I’ll be the master.”
From that day forward, William fancied himself the master of the house. He knew better than to give orders to Flora, though, for she knew more than one use for a cast iron frying pan. Since old Andrew had taken to his bed, William had no one to master but himself, and he had not yet learned to do that very well. He stopped making repairs, and with neither handyman nor gardener, the once lovely property took on a forlorn and neglected air.

One cool, moonlit night, when William had fallen asleep in front of the fire in the young master’s parlor, Flora heard the garden gate swing on its rusty hinges. It was nearly midnight. She heard footsteps coming up the path, now overgrown with weeds. She knew the footsteps well, and her heart leapt. She ran and opened the front door. “Young master!” she cried. “Welcome home!”

As the master entered his home, the warmth and brightness was a reassuring and welcome contrast to the neglect he had seen on the outside. Everything was as neat and clean as the day he left. The lamps were lit, the fire in the kitchen was burning brightly, and in no time Flora had the table laid with a bowl of highland chicken soup, meat pastries, and a hot mug of tea. Cameron had not eaten so well in over two months, for there was no amount of money that could buy cooking like Flora’s in the city. He realized all at once how very much he had missed his home, and Flora, too.

“Flora, I never told you why I had to go to the city. We have a fine property here in the country, but not much in the way of cash. My father owned properties in Inverness, and so I went there to sell them to raise some money, because I hope to marry.”
“I understand,” said Flora. She knew it was her place to feel happy for him, and didn’t know what to do with the sinking feeling she had instead.
“No, Flora, I’m not sure you do. I know it’s not … conventional, and I hope people will not look askance.” He reached for Flora’s hand, and she grew pale. “It’s you, Flora, I want to marry. Will you be my wife?”
Flora could hardly speak. “I beg your pardon, young master.”

“Cameron,” he said, “please call me Cameron.”

“If you’ll excuse me, master Cameron, I just need a wee moment.” Flora reached for a heavy dish towel and went straight to the parlor where William still slept, heedless of the master’s return. With one arm she swept William’s feet off the ottoman, and with the other wielding the towel she swatted him in the head. “William,” she said with delight just short of vengeance, “meet your new mistress.”

Startled out of his sleep, William stood to his feet and gaped. 

“That’s right,” Flora continued. The master’s returned, and he’s asked me to be his wife. So you’d better get your sorry bones up those stairs and move your things out of his room before he finds out what you’ve been up to! Go now, move, move!” She said, swatting him with the towel as he dashed clumsily for the stairs.

Flora returned to the kitchen, fully composed. “Cameron,” she said with a blush, “to be your wife would make me the happiest woman in the world.” 

The next day, Cameron surveyed the results of William and Andrew’s neglect, and took the two of them firmly in hand. Old Andrew was overcome with relief, and within days recovered his health and was back to work in the garden. William offered to quit his situation, in light of his actions in the master’s absence. Cameron James was a forgiving man, though, and by keeping him on won a loyal worker for life. Cameron and Flora were married, and made the handsomest groom and bonniest bride in all the Scottish Highlands.
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